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WHITETAIHABITANEEDS

Theprimaryneedsof deerthat maybe improvedthrough habitat managementre food, cover,and

water. Ofthese,landownerswill primarilybe managingor food andcover.

Food

Deerhaveverydiversedietsandare knownto consumea verywide variety of plants.Beyondplant
matter, deerare alsoknownto consumeother thingssuchasmushroomsandevenoccasionallyneat,
suchasyoungbirdsand smallmammals A deersdiet variesby seasorwith deerfocusingtheir
foragingefforts on whateveris most nutritious and palatableduringa givenperiod. In the springtime,
deerwill feed primarily on new succulentgrowth of forbs, trees, shrubs,andgrases.In the summer,
deerwill continueto consumeprimarily succulentgreengrowth. In fall, deerwill consumemastcrops
suchasacornsasthey becomeavailable greengrowth, andfallenleavesto increasefat storesto carry
throughthe leanwinter months. In winter, a deers metabolismslows,andtheir diet turnsto less
nutritious foodssuchasdormantbuds,mastthat is accessibléhroughthe snow,andevergreertrees
suchascedarand hemlock.

Cover
Adequatecoverisvital to
deerfor escapingand
hidingfrom threats,
protectionfrom the
elements,providing
securitywhile bedding,
andhidingfawnsin the
spring.

Escapeovermaytake
manyformsincludingtall

grassesandforbs, shrubby
areas,anddensegrowth



of youngtrees. Thepurposeof coveris ultimately to providedeerwith protectionandsecurityin their
environment.Anadditionalcoverneedof deerisfor winter shelter,particularlyin the northern and
westernparts of the state. Deerwintering coverconsistsof primarily closedcanopysoftwood standsof
cedar,hemlockfir, and spruceandistypicallyusedonly whensnowconditionsare the most
restrictive. Theserestrictiveconditionsmaylastfor only afew weeksor aslongasa few months
dependingon winter severityandlocationin the state.

Water

Deercanget muchof the water that they needfrom the foodsthat they eat. Duringtimeswhen
succulentgrowth is abundant,deer may makeonly infrequentuseof standingwater. Whenneeded,
Maine hasan abundanceof freshwater in rivers,ponds, lakes,and ephemeralpools,soit is typically
not necessaryo providedeerwith additionalwater sourcesWhileA (ityRigallynot necessaryo
provideadditionalwater in Maine,a well-placedwateringhole canbe an attractive featureto deer.



IMPROVINGOURHABITATFORDEER

Improvinghabitat for deerrequiresyouto makeathoroughexaminationof your property and
considerhow you are meetingthe needsof your areawhitetails. Takea look throughoutyour
property: What areasare mostbeingusedby deer?What areasare seeingverylittle activity?What
resourcesare attractingdeerin the heavilyusedareas,andwhatislackingin the areaswith little
activity? Howdoesdeeractivity varythroughoutthe year?Whatresourcesare availableon
neighboringproperties?Bybetter understandinga deers needsandwhat your property andthe
surroundingareahasanddoesnot haveto offer, you maybeginto formulate a planto improveyour
deerhabitat.

Wildlife Openings

Maineis nearly90%forested,and not all forestsare createdequallyin terms of their food and cover
valuesfor deer. Forestswith amplepalatableunderstorysuchastree seedlingsforbs,andherbswill
be veryproductiveforestsfor deerwhereasforestswith mostlyopenunderstoryor understory
dominatedby unpalatablespeciessuchasfernswill not be very productivefor deer.

While mostof Maine sforestedareasproducegoodregenerativegrowth in the understory,some

forestsmayhavelittle or no younggrowth at groundlevel. Thereare severalreasonsvhy our forests
may be without muchunderstory,andthesereasonsncludelackof sunlightreachingthe forestfloor,
overabundantdeer,andlackof seedstock.Amongthese,the first isthe mostcommonandeasiesto

remedy.




Takesometime to walkthrough your forestin the summer.Isthere muchyoungtree growth and
manyseedlingsArethere forbsandherbsgrowingin the understory?Or is your understorymostly
openwith primarilyjust blown downtreesand perhapsfernspresent?If the latter isthe cas, andif
your propertyisnot a deerwinteringarea,then creatingsomewildlife openingsin your forest maybe
agoodsteptowardsimprovingyour habitatfor deer.If your propertyis or containspart of adeer
wintering area,you shouldcontactyour local office of MDIFWto speakwith a wildlife biologistabout

optionsfor appropriatemanagementClickhereto find your localregionalMDIFWoffice.

Idealdeerhabitat conssts of different covertypesand ampleedgehabitat. Edgehabitat occurswhere
two different habitat or landfeature typesmeet, suchasa forest meetinga meadowor flat land
meetinga hilly area. Theseareasare attractiveto deer (andmanyother specie$ becausehey offer a
greatervariety of food and coverresourcesn a concentratedareacomparedto areasof asingle
habitattype.



https://www.maine.gov/ifw/about/contact/department-directory.html

Creatingwildlife openingsin your forest will createattractive edgehabitatand encourageyoung
regenerativetree growth. Asthis youngtree growth beginsto fill in the opening,the new growth will
be excellentfood and coverfor deer. Theprocessof creatinga wildlife openingis very simple;you
needto pickyourideallocation,removetrees,andthentidy up the area. Hereare sometips to
considerwhen selectingyour site, removingtrees,and maintainingthe site.

w Planout your wildlife openingbefore you begin.Havea planfor the openingboundarieshow
you will removethe wood andwhereyouwill pile it, andwhich- if any- treesyou maywant to

leavegrowing.

w  Whileevenverysmallwildlife openingscanbe beneficial take note of how muchsunlightis
reachingthe groundasyou cut. If your openingistoo small,treesat the edgemaystill shade
the openingand hinderregenerationof somespecieslt will be helpfulto notethe & dzy Q a
directionandheightabovethe horizonandtry to orient the openingto receivethe most
sunlight.

w Ifyoulivein averyhighdeerdensityareaor if the areaof regeneratinggrowth is small,you
mayfind that deerare browsingseedlingsand stump sproutsdown to the groundtoo quickly
for themto establishIf deerbrowsingis provingto be anissue,considerfencingaroundsome
preferredtreesfor afew years.Yal mayalsocut andleavesometree trunks, slash,and
brancheson the groundfor a coupleof yearsto makedeermovementthroughthe areadifficult
and providesomeprotectionfor seedlingsand other regrowth. If youwant to removethese
trunksandbrancheslater, you shouldcut themto sizefrom the start sothat they canbe easily

removedwithout damaginghe younggrowth.

w Notethat manytree specieswill vigorouslystump sprout; a maplestump,for example may

sendup dozensof stumpsprouts,which grow quicklyandwill provideexcellentfood for deer.

w Beawarethat forestopeningsmayalsoprovideopportunitiesfor invasivespeciesor
undesirablespeciedo take over. Familiarizeyourselfwith the invasivespeciesan your areaand
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be preparedto begintreatment if your openingis colonizedby these.Seethe sectionon

invasivespeciescontrol for more information.

SmallscaleCutting Techniques

Thereare manysmallerscaletechniquesthat canbe usedto improveyour deerhabitat. Noneof these
shouldbe viewedaseither-or, rather they shouldbe viewedashelpful componentgo includein your

overallhabitatmanagemenplans.

Hingecutting- It maybe surprisingto learnthat if you cut only partwaythroughatree andpushit over,
the part that remainsconnectedto the trunk will continueto feed nutrientsto the crownof the tree
for severalyears.Thisisatechniquereferredto ashingecutting. Thisis bestusedon smallhardwood
treesthat are 3-c én diameter.Somehingecut treeswill continueto live and grow for severalyears,
andwhile the crownis still producingnew growth, the horizontaltrunk mayalsosproutgrowth. This
leafy growth nearthe groundprovidesfood andgroundlevelcoverfor deer.

Thesetypesof cutsare bestmadeon hardwoodtreesandin the winter or earlyspringbeforetrees
beginputting on new greengrowth.



While hingecutting sometreescanprovideexcellentgroundlevelfood and cover,this shouldnot be
usedto completelyreplacenormaltree regenerationon the ground asthesehingecut treeswill not
live nearlyaslongastheir upright neighbors andthey mayoutcompetesomeof the regeneration
occurringat groundlevel. Somepreferredapplicationsof hingecuttinginclude:

w Providegroundlevelcoveralongsidewildlife openingsnaturalfeedingareas beddingareas,
andfood plots. Youcanalsoestablishbeddingareasby strategicallyhingecutting in areas
where@ 2 diikeBeerto bedsuchasnearbyto food sourcesyouR 2 tyh€kdto hingecutalot
of trees,just enoughto providegoodhorizontalcoverthat deerwill relateto. Rememberdeer
preferto bedon aflat spotandto havea goodview of their surroundingsso planyour cuts
accordingly.

w Providestandsof groundlevelvegetationfor feeding.If this is your aim, you will producemore
growth on your downedhingecut treesif they receivemore sunlight,soyou mayneedto
removeadditionaltreesfrom the canopy.Hingecutting shouldnot be viewedasawayto
providea primaryfood source rather you shouldusethis techniqueto augmentother
landscapdeaturesin the areasuchastravel corridorsor beddingareas.

w Establishravel corridorsby creatinga path for travel and hingecutting trees perpendicularo
this trail. Thiswill providebrowseand coverto deerusingthe travel corridor. Note that in areas
with primarily openwoods,deerwill prefer more opentravel corridorsasopposedto verytight

andframed-in corridors.



Winter cuts Thewinter monthscanbe very challengingor deer,particularlyin Mainewherethey
mustendurelow temperaturesandverydeepsnowin someareas.Duringthe winter, adeers
metabolismslowsdown, andtheir body goesinto maintenancemodewith the goalof foragingbeing
to slowthe declinein bodyweightrather than to maintainor gainweight. Becausea deersdiet
naturallyshiftsthroughoutthe seasonsvith dormantbudsandwoodybrowsemakingup alarge
portion of their winter diet, providingmore food of this type canbe very beneficialto overwintering
deer.If you haveplansto do anycutting on your property, it maybe worth leavingsomeof the work
until winter. Thedownedbranchesandtops of hardwoodtreeswill providegreatadditionalwinter
foragefor deer.

Thistype of cutting mayproveveryattractiveto deerduringthe winter, soyou shouldnot cut treesto
providedeerfood nearroadswherethe additionaldeeractivity couldresultin deer-vehiclecollisions.
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Croptree releaseandimprovingmastproduction If your property hasmastor other food-producing
trees,suchasoak,beech,andapple,youmayassistthe more productivetreestowardsgreaterfood
productionby doinga croptree release Most mastandfruit productioncomesfrom arelativelysmall
numberof largermaturetrees,whereassmallertreeswith little or no canopypresenceareless
productive.

Byremovingthesesmaller,lessproductivetrees,which still competefor soil resourcesyou mayaid
the largertreestowardsproducingmore acorns,nuts,andfruit for your localwildlife to enjoy.If you
havebeechtreeson your property andwould like to encouragebeechnut production,be awarethat
beechbarkdiseasas commonin Maine and mayhinderyour ability to producequality treesandnuts,
andbeechleafdiseasehasarrivedin Maineaswell. If this is your goal,consultwith aforesterfirst.
Learnmore aboutbeechbarkdiseaseandbeechleafdisease.
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https://www.maine.gov/dacf/mfs/forest_health/documents/beech_bark_disease.pdf
https://www.maine.gov/dacf/mfs/forest_health/invasive_threats/beech_leaf_disease.htm

Cleaningup blowdowns Travellinghroughthe woodscanbe verydifficult if there are a lot of blown
downtreesandbrandes.If youfind that yourforestisdifficult for youto walkthrough,thenit is
probablyalsodifficult for deerto walkthrough.

Cleanup selectsectionsof your forest by breakingdown someof theseblowdowns,particularlyin
areasof highdeertravelanduseor in areaswhereyou cancreateatravel corridor betweenother
attractivelandscapdeatures Theseblowdownsprovidesomevery usefulcoverand habitat for deer
andother speciesandare animportant part of a healthyforest, soit isnot advisableo removethem
all; however,removingsomeof the downedtreesandbrushin selectareasmayencouragedeerto
travelthroughandusethoseareasmore frequently. If you havedeerwintering on your property, tak
note of wherethey travel duringrestrictivesnowconditions,and be carefulnot to obstructthese

travel corridorswith debrisfrom your cutting activities.

e

12



